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Q: This is Hope Meyers. | am about to begin an interview with Mrs. Evan Wilson, Leila
Wilson, at her home in Washington, DC. The date is June 15, 1987.

WILSON: | was a history major. | had spent the summer of my junior year at the Zimmern
School of International Studies in Geneva (Switzerland).

Q: What college did you go to?

WILSON: Smith. I'd gone to the Brearley School in New York and to Ethel Walker's and
then to Smith. In all three | had the most extraordinary good luck in the teaching of history.
It was promoted in all three institutions, and | became a history buff at a very early age. |
just loved every word | read. When | got to college, | came under the influence of President
Neilson of Smith and the remarkable faculty there. My interest became international
relations. This was in the early thirties.

The result was that my junior year the opportunity came to go to Geneva to the

Zimmern School. Zimmern was a professor at Oxford who conducted this school for
international studies, mostly graduate students, in Geneva. But there was also a group of
undergraduates, so a group of us from Smith went over there for that period. There turned
up Evan, who had spent the entire summer there the year before. He'd been so impressed
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and happy that he'd come back for a brief revisit. We encountered each other, and that
was the beginning of one of those things.

Q: He'd then gone there from Oxford.

WILSON: He'd gone there for his summer vacation from Oxford. He had graduated from
Haverford and gone on to Oxford. In those days, it was totally unimportant whether a man
had a graduate degree, Ph.D., or doctorate or master's or anything else. So he just took
another A.B. and took courses he wanted to take in international politics and economics.
That was his determination. He wanted ultimately to go into the Foreign Service.

Q: He already had the idea?

WILSON: Oh, he had the idea from a very young man, a boy in fact, that he wanted to go
into public service. He was fascinated, wanted to be a part of the action. So his studies
were directed along that line. These were the years of the Depression. There were no jobs
available, so he pursued further education. We were not married until 1935, because in
those days one did not get married if you didn't have a job and a means of self-support.

Q: What was the year that you met in Switzerland?
WILSON: 1933.

Q: In other words, a wait of two years before you were married, during which you kept in
touch?

WILSON: Oh yes, we kept in touch. He had another year at Oxford. | had another year at
Smith.

Q: In other words, the Atlantic was between you.
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WILSON:ANd then | crossed over and met him and we toured around England a bit. | first
visited him in Oxford. | was accused of burning the candle at both ends and doing a very
dangerous thing, but in actual fact, we were awfully good. | think back now and it all seems
sort of silly.

Q: You traveled in England then?
WILSON: A bit.
Q: And then you came back here, both of you, to be married here, | assume?

WILSON: Oh, | came back to finish Smith and he stayed in Oxford to finish Oxford. He
didn't have enough money to come back and forth to the United States, but traveling
around Europe could be done very, very cheaply by going third class and carrying your
piece of bologna and cheese.

Q: Where did you grow up? Were you a New Yorker?

WILSON: Yes, | grew up in New York City and had three brothers. We spent the summers
in upstate New York, between Albany, Williamstown and Pittsfield and that general

area where New England and New York come together. We spent time each year in a
cottage up in the Adirondacks that was part of the hunting and fishing club my parents and
grandparents had belonged to. My grandchildren are the fifth generation to go there. We
still have a house up there.

Q: And that's the famous North Woods Club?

WILSON: That's right. That's the place where Winslow Homer did his Adirondack paintings
and it's still in the wilderness.

Q: One of your brothers also painted in the Adirondacks, didn't he?
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WILSON: Yes, Jim Fosburgh painted a great many still lifes up there and portraits. He
painted there and in New York. His most spectacular one was of John F. Kennedy, done
after Kennedy died, but it has been kept by the Kennedy family and it's never been shown
in public. He did a good many others, too.

Q: Well, you came back to Smith. Evan continued his studies. Then Evan joined you on
this side of the Atlantic and you were married?

WILSON: Yes. He got a job ultimately with the Home Owners Loan Corporation which was
a New Deal agency lending money to farmers so that they might get on their feet again.
You may be interested to know that every loan made was entirely repaid. It was one of the
most successful New Deal operations and it was terminated without loss of any money at
all. It gave him a job. That was the important thing, and we were able to get married and
move to Washington in the Fall of 1935.

Q: You were married then virtually directly upon the receipt of your graduation diploma?
WILSON: A full year and a half later.
Q: And what happened in that interval? Did you work then? Did you get a job?

WILSON: No. | had a few interviews in which | was extremely amateurish, but | worked as
a volunteer with a student organization in New York. | ran the home for my brothers. We
had no parents. | kept an apartment where they could come from school and college and
share in a home life.

Q: What organization was it that you did volunteer work for?

WILSON: It was known as the Inter-collegiate Council. They provided various services
for student organizations interested in general welfare, whether it was housing or prison
reforms or international relations. My particular job was running a speaker's bureau that
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employed or got in touch with people who were willing to speak to student organizations
without the usual high fees paid for professional speakers.

Q: And then following that interlude, you and Evan were married and came to Washington
and set up housekeeping here?

WILSON: That's right.
Q: Where did you live?

WILSON: 2810 P Street. It was a perfectly marvelous area at that point. Across the street
was the house of the Dean Achesons, but next door to us was what was then known as
poor white trash: the poor old man would sit out in front of his house and he was never
quite sure whether that man in the White House was Roosevelt; sometimes he thought it
was Wilson and sometimes he got a little confused about Abraham Lincoln, but he was a
pleasant enough chap. Next door to him was our colored maid who was paid $10 a week
to clean and fix up the house. But Georgetown in those days was a very nice, mixed-up
social community, and nobody thought anything about who his next-door neighbor was.

On our other side, we had a Christian Science practitioner. She owned our house. Evan
was working then for an oil burner company (that was after he'd taken his Foreign Service
exams), and he succeeded in selling our landlady an oil burner for our house which up to
that point had been absolutely an iceberg.

Q: How long did you stay in Washington then? Evan had passed the exams and so he had
to wait how long?

WILSON: The exams weren't given until | think it was 1936, and they were told soon
enough if they'd passed. They found out that by being summoned for an oral exam and
they knew that they passed the oral exam if they were told to go and have a physical. It
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seems to me that it was six months before the oral exam took place and the physical, and
then it was nearly six months before jobs were found.

This was the first time exams had been given for the Foreign Service since about 1929 or
1930 and the depth of the Depression. First, leaves were cut off; then travel expenses to
and from posts were cut off; and then people were suspended.

Q: | believe salaries were reduced as well or certainly held stable. | think there was
evidence aplenty that the salaries were actually cut.

WILSON: I'm sure they were reduced. And the beginning salary at that point was $1,500
a year. It was not a profession to go into to get rich, but we were happy about it. We
knew we were not going to get rich, but we knew we would have an interesting life and be
somehow or other involved in what was going on in the world.

Q: Did you and/or Evan have any supplementary income that you were able to apply to
this $1500 income?

WILSON: We did. My parents were dead, and | had a family inheritance. | must say that
has helped sustain us over the years. And he had a small inheritance, too.

Q: I think it's almost without exception that it was a necessary addition.

WILSON: Oh, absolutely. Nobody could have taken the job without a little something to
help himself along with. We were allowed a certain allowance to rent housing. There was
no government housing.

Q: This is overseas, of course.

WILSON: Oh, yes. But there was no government housing provided overseas, and our first
post was in Guadalajara, Mexico. At that point, new officers were assigned to posts that
were very near, as near as possible to Washington. They were supposed to be temporary,
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eight to nine months, a year at most. Then they were summoned back to Washington to
have a three-to-six-month period in the Department to get a sense of how things operated.
There was also a very personal feeling about Foreign Service officers. My recollection is
that there were only about 800 of them altogether around the world.

| was pregnant in Guadalajara and quite ill with that first baby. So they said, “You'd better
come back to the Foreign Service School now.” There was a class being brought back in
two installments. His name began with “W”, and there were several other Wilsons and a
great many “W's”, so that | was in the second installment of the class, supposed to be, but
for compassionate reasons we were brought back home so that | could get health care
and the baby could be born here, which was fine with us.

When she was born as the Foreign Service Class baby, he was assigned to the
Department, to the news reporting division of general information. | can't remember the
name of the bureau, but he attended the President's press conferences and covered the
press for the State Department and had a fine time until they decided it was reasonable
enough to take Leila to Egypt.

Q: That was at least a year that you were here then?
WILSON: Oh, no. Six months. Something like six months.

Q: And by that time, Evan's early professional training, choice, assignment was in the
consular service?

WILSON: New officers were all assigned to the consular service. It was not exactly one
service. In fact, they were rather definitely divided. When we got to Cairo, the Office of
the Consulate was across the hall from the Embassy, from the Legation. We didn't have
all ambassador. There was a Consul General in Alexandria. The Minister ordered and
arranged that all mail for the Consulate in Cairo should be sent from the Embassy to
the Consulate General in Alexandria, and the Consul General in Alexandria could then
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dispense the mail to the various consulates. There was one in Suez and there was one in
Cairo, so it took quite some time to get the mail from Cairo to Alexandria and back to Cairo
again, but that's the way the judge chose to handle things.

Q: It was during that time that war broke out, during the time that you were in Egypt. In any
case, the War in Europe, not necessarily affecting the United States?

WILSON: Oh, it affected the United States.

Q: United States interests in Egypt and in the Mediterranean area generally is what |
mean.

WILSON: Well, yes, but a lot of things were going on that | didn't know anything about
and I'm not sure that Evan knew much about. He was the lowest ranking, most junior vice
consul of any nationality in Cairo, and our official responsibilities were not sensational.
We found out more about Egypt and Islam and the Middle East in general than I've ever
learned in one short spell in my life, but he had very little political work to do.

Q: How did you begin your self-education? You spoke about your and Evan's joint interest
in history and international affairs. Had that extended to the world of the Middle East,
Islam?

WILSON: Not in any way. We knew nothing really about it. In those days, and it's even true
today, there is practically no attention, serious attention, paid to the Middle Eastern part

of the world. | find that friends and acquaintances know extraordinarily little about Islam
either as a religion or as a culture, while the politics of the Middle East are so completely
dominated by the position of Israel now that it's very hard to arouse people's interest or
understanding of the affairs of the Arab world. It was completely by chance that Evan
asked to be sent to Cairo on his first real post

Q: That was his choice then?
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WILSON: Oh, it was his choice. We felt that if we were going in the Foreign Service,

we would just rather be in the foreign Service and not an extension of the United States
which we regarded Western Europe to be. We really just didn't want to go to the Far East.
We didn't know much about that either, but he had a feeling that the Middle East was
interesting and would become more so. He was definitely laughed at by people in the
Foreign Service. | was going to say “senior”. Of course, they weren't very senior at that
time, but | think it was Chip Bohlen who said, “What in the devil do you want to go to Cairo
for? Nothing ever happens in that part of the world!” And Evan said he wasn't so sure. He
thought it was a very interesting part of the world, and we were in that part of the world for
the better part of his thirty years in the Foreign Service.

Q: You said that from the beginning of your stay in Egypt, whether it was in Cairo or in
Alexandria, you and Evan set about informing yourselves about the land and the culture in
which you had chosen to be. How did you go about doing that?

WILSON: There was a large missionary group in Cairo under the leadership of couples
who had been there twenty-five, thirty and more years, and | found them a source of the
most fascinating information. How to run a house, how to cope with the problems of life
in general. And they were certainly informed about the religion of the country and the
customs of the people. | attended lectures that they gave, certain of them. There was a
Dr. McClanahan who was most fascinating, and he gave a series of lectures on Islam for
foreigners only.

Q: Where was that done, privately or through some public arrangement?

WILSON: | can't remember where it was, but it was some hall where a group of people
— | don't think there could have been too many of us — could gather together, a place
belonging to the Presbyterian Mission. John Badeau, who became President of the
American University of Cairo and then American Ambassador to Cairo (Hon. John S.
Badeau, U.S. Ambassador to the United Arab Republic, 1961-1967) was then head of an
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organization which in due course became the American University of Cairo. | took courses
in cultural, religious and philosophical subjects from him.

They were, of course, for an international clientele. Fuad Sarruf, whom we knew later

in connection with the American University of Beirut, also gave courses in modern
Egyptian history. | remember Badeau's course was ethics in Pharaonic Egypt, all based
on inscriptions and interpretations of inscriptions in the ancient tombs. Fuad Sarruf gave a
course on Eighteenth, Nineteenth, and Twentieth Century Egyptian history. The Twentieth
Century was fairly young, of course.

We spent the better part of every weekend exploring the city and the area around us and
had our trip to Luxor and Aswan and camping trips up the river and across to the Red
Sea. Wonderful New Year's Eve spent on the Red Sea! Through our own exploration

and the friends we made in the international community, we knew more pyramids than
anyone else knew existed. We got the greatest joy from our archaeological friends of
sundry nationalities, and then when we went to Luxor and Aswan, we had introductions to
other archaeologists and really made it our business to find out where we were and why.

| remember particularly Flinders Petry and William Smith of Boston Fine Arts. There were
teams from Harvard, Chicago and the Metropolitan as well as French, Italian and German
groups.

Q: You and Evan were, of course, in a very enviable position, considering your interest,
the job, the freedom, comparatively speaking, to spend a good deal of time enriching your
own lives. Did many other in the diplomatic community do the same?

WILSON: We had a French friend, Vice Consul Pierre Winkler, who went on many, many
excursions with us. He and | made a photographic study of Egypt which we put together
with what we considered impressive captions and submitted it to Life magazine. They had
the gall to return it to me and tell me when they wanted some information on Egypt, they

Interview with Leila Wilson http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001276



Library of Congress

would send their own people out! In the meantime, it had no interest for their readers. | still
have that document. Pierre was a great friend and went with us many places.

There were at least two American Foreign Service officers who went around with us, and
one a most remarkable linguist; nearly bought us a donkey he was such a good bargainer
and dealer with the local population. | was nervous, it being our car. | feared we were
going to end up owning a donkey that had to come back with us. Somehow or other, we
called the deal off. The local population loved the whole process and were rooting for our
friend very hard. They wanted him to win.

Q: Was it on one of these expeditions that you or someone else, perhaps your French
friend, photographed Evan on a camel?

WILSON: Oh, I took that picture. Lewis Jones had been in Cairo as Assistant Commercial
Attach# and he brought his wife on a visit from Greece to see Egypt. We went out together
to visit the pyramids and tombs that are no longer open to the public, very, very early
tombs that are remarkably funny, entertaining and really delightful, but which are closed
now.The camel business...Polly (Mrs. Lewis Jones) wanted to ride a camel badly, and |
guess | did, too, but in any case, Lewis started bargaining and finally the camel owner took
him by the chin, and shook his mouth open and said. “Let me look at your teeth.” They had
decided that the one who could guess the other man's age the closest would decide the
price for the ride on the camel. Lewis, | suppose, was in his late twenties. He was a little
older than we, and the man looked at him and looked at him and finally said, “sixty-three.”
Well, that was a blow to Lewis, | must say, but he turned around and guessed the old man
was something or other, fifties perhaps. Well, Lewis won, and we paid twenty-five cents for
the camel. After Polly rode it, we all rode it and | got a fine picture of Evan.

Q: How large was Evan's class when he entered the Foreign Service, and have you kept in
touch with class members?
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WILSON: Most of those class members remained close friends over the years. | don't
hear many people talk of Foreign Service classmates, but the class of 1936 most certainly
did. There aren't many of them still alive, but we keep in communication with various of
them, especially Brewster Morris and Jeff Parsons and Maury Bernbaum and the widows
of many others.

Q: How many people were in that class? The reason | ask is that you spoke about having

had, the State Department had had, a gap of approximately seven years between the time
the last examination had been given and the one that took Evan into the Foreign Service.

Was the class unusually large, do you recall, or was it just an average sized class of, say,

twenty people?

WILSON: Oh, it seems to me that there were something over eight hundred applications
for the examination, and | think there were thirty people in Evan's class that passed. There
were three who were married, one had a baby by the time we came back here for school,
and my baby was number two. | think there were around thirty. Money was very short.
They could only take a few that they could place and pay for.

Q: Speaking of money being short, | take it that Egypt had some advantage in that the
standard of living was considerably to your advantage so that you could do things with
dollars at your disposal that you might not have been able to do if you had been living
elsewhere, either back in the United States or in Western Europe.

WILSON: Oh, well, yes. It was certainly cheaper than living in the United States, but |
wouldn't say the standard of living was very impressive. And there were few luxurious
temptations available except in the bazaars. | took Arabic lessons. Of course, Evan took
lessons in whatever language of whatever country we were in all his life, going to the office
an hour early each day. | took simple Arabic so | could go around the city, do shopping
and housekeeping. It was a pretty low grade environment, dirty, bug-ridden. | know | got
fleas most terribly sitting on the porch of Shepherd's Hotel waiting for somebody one day.
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We had bedbugs on the train going to Luxor and one never knew what you were going to
pick up where.

Bilharzia, the eye disease, was endemic among the local population, and the eye troubles
that you saw around you were shattering, as was the poverty of the people in general.

A missionary explained to me one day that you could see that things were beginning

to improve, “because you see an undershirt on a few more people than you used to.
They're not naked to the waist,” he said, “and once in awhile you see a bicycle. Those are
indications of increased wealth and well being.”

No, it was not an advantageous social situation. Towards the end of our stay, after we had
been evacuated to Jerusalem and returned during the War, Leila, at the age of two and a
half, got typhoid fever and was very sick indeed. People used to come around to comfort
me and to sit with her. There was nothing whatever to do except feed her purees mostly,
applesauce and mashed potatoes and such soft things. The missionary said, “You know,
you mustn't feel guilty about this. It's just a wonder that everybody doesn't have typhoid.
There is no way that you can protect yourself at all times.”

We boiled the water, although Cairo water was supposed to be well purified, and we boiled
the milk. After that, we never used milk again. We used powdered milk during all the years
in the Middle East.

Q: The implication of what you've just said is clear: the Embassy, not only perhaps in
Cairo, but elsewhere at that time, offered no medical assistance?

WILSON: No, no, no. There was no medical assistance. There was no commissary. We
would make a personal order from a wholesaler, White Rose or some such in the United
States. Those orders were expected to take about six months to arrive, so our principle in
ordering for many years was to get some taste thrills. There was no use trying to live on
things from abroad.
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Our liquor, of course, came from Saxony and Speed in England. It was always a great
satisfaction when we went to a new post and Evan would put in an order to Saxony and
Speed, and they would write back and congratulate him on his new assignment and tell
him how glad they were to hear from him again and hoped they would be of service to him
for years to come. | thought that was marvelous.

Q: With whom did the diplomatic community as a whole, Americans included therein
naturally, with whom on the Egyptian side were there contacts? The Egyptian government
at that time was?

WILSON: King Farouk and Sir Miles Lampson, the British High Commissioner. You have
to realize that at that time as | said before, Evan was the lowest ranking vice consul of

any nationality. He was not vastly sought after as a companion for important Egyptians.
We had friends of equally low rank in the British military and we still see and correspond
with an air commander in the RAF (British Royal Air Force) who stayed in our apartment
both times | was evacuated. We had English friends, French friends, Italian friends, and

it turned out that the unimportant people often produce very interesting material if you're
sharp enough to pick it up and pass it on. It was useful. | know this to have been a fact
about Evan. But the friends we had among the Egyptians were not particularly important or
numerous.

Once the women had been evacuated and the military had gone out into the desert and
were less available, the workload of the Consulate, Legation, became heavier. Evan, not
being encumbered by a wife, was much more in demand and made quite a lot of Egyptian
friends in the social circle of the day. They are people that | really never did come to know
particularly well.

Q: | suppose the picture that I carry in my mind of the social life of Cairo is based on
Lawrence Durrell's Alexandria Quartet as much as anything else; an exotic, flavorful
combination of individuals and circumstances.
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WILSON: Oh yes, there were wonderful nightclubs to go to and dance and there would be
a belly dancer entertainer. | can remember a New Year's Eve in Shepherd's Hotel a group
of us went to, and at midnight, a gorgeous girl stark naked came out on the balcony and
blew a trumpet from which hung various flags. It was an enormous success. Confetti was
thrown and paper hats were put on and crackers twisted. In places like that, a New Year's
Eve celebration can be a fairly raucous affair, bibulous, too.

Ordinarily, there were good restaurants to go to and often with music and entertainment.
There were places even then to go to out near the pyramids, but they were not as popular
or as numerous as they became in the time of Alexander Kirk. (Hon. Alexander C. Kirk,
Minister to Egypt, 1941-44. The U.S., Legation was raised to an Embassy in 1947.) We
were in Egypt from 1938 to 1941, and in 1940-41 a lot of people got tents and established
themselves with places for entertaining. There was always a busy social schedule of
cocktail parties and dinner parties and there was a certain amount of entertaining for the
military on their leaves from the Western desert and for newcomers headed for Eritrea

or back from Eritrea after the fall of Keren. We had a great dinner dance for the latter, a
tremendous celebration of the rout of the Italians in Eritrea, but we were not the socially
elite of the city.

Q: How many officers were there in the American establishment at the time?

WILSON: In the Consulate there were two and then three. In the Legation there was one
Secretary, Gordon Merriam. | guess he was Second Secretary to begin with. Then there
were Ray Hare, Joe Jacobs, and Norris Chipman (whose wife, Fanny Chipman, has been
interviewed for the Foreign Service Oral History Project collection). Once the War had
really begun, there were more people, both civilian and military, but it was not a large
establishment while we were there.

Q: Would you talk now about the evacuation that took place that you've mentioned several
times?

Interview with Leila Wilson http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001276



Library of Congress

WILSON: It all has to do with a period in the War that's pretty well forgotten by most
people, long before Pearl Harbor. It was before Rommel and before the days of the
Wehrmacht coming across the desert. It was a question of the Italians who were very
anxious to take over Egypt and to get hold of Eritrea. On the way, to begin with, they had
to control Libya. People don't realize how ill-armed and ill-prepared the British were. There
was a large barracks on the Nile in Cairo. | don't know how many men there were, but it
was large and there were soldiers and airmen to be seen on the streets at all times.

My first period of evacuation took place within hours of the Italian declaration of war.
There was an enormously large Italian community in Egypt who included the closest
advisers, private advisers and secret advisers of the King. An uprising of the Egyptians
was expected to be stirred up by the Italians in order to create vast trouble that would get
the British out and the Italians into efficient political control.

| was told at a later date by the friend who stayed with Evan in my absence that almost

the entire barracks and, in addition, the soldiers already encamped on the desert, were
out on maneuvers when word came through that they were to get back to Cairo as fast as
their transport would allow. They rode back to Cairo largely with wooden guns. They didn't
have real guns and they didn't have ammunition. They had swords and spears and hand
grenades. All the way back to Cairo, they were drilled in truck after truck after truck on how
to conduct street fighting. This was not something they had been prepared for or armed
for, and they were to make themselves extremely conspicuous and to look as though they
were heavily armed and that the trucks were heavily laden with able-bodied men. So they
raced back to Cairo.

On the way to Kasr el Einl Barracks, they had to cross through a very major intersection
of the city streets. As they approached, a scarlet car, a large one, crossed the intersection
and stopped in the middle. Now, no one in Cairo or in Egypt was allowed to have a scarlet
car, except the King and his personal entourage. It was clearly a royal car and it was
stopped across the path of the homecoming British Army. They kept moving and kept
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making a noise. In any case, they approached the intersection and slowly the car moved
on. They figured that that was the day that the Revolution was to have taken place. It was
a close run thing. The Army got into the barracks and nothing happened.

About my evacuation: That situation of the British and their lack of strength in Cairo and
the strength of the Italians and the potential that they created for an internal revolution,
was the reason for wives with small children being evacuated the day after the Italians
came into the War. Jule Hare (wife of Raymond A. Hare) had two little boys. | had one little
girl and | had an English nurse. She had a German nurse. So the English nurse went with
us to Jerusalem. The German nurse could not leave.

The funny thing is, | remember very clearly every move when we came back home on
Christmas Eve, but | don't remember much about our trip by train from Cairo to Jerusalem.
We had to cross the Suez Canal in some kind of boat and then proceed on another train
to Jerusalem. We stayed there for seven months until the British were rearmed and
Montgomery started moving the Army westward on the desert. We were allowed to come
back on a refugee train.

Q: By home, you mean back to Cairo, of course.

WILSON: Yes, back to Cairo. We had each been allowed one weekend to visit home, and
our husbands had each been allowed one weekend to come to Jerusalem and take his
wife to the King David for overnight. But we were finally allowed to come back and stay on
Christmas Eve of 1940.

Q: How many were in that group evacuated? Just you and Jule Hare, or were there
others?

WILSON: There were others who left and who went all the way home to the United States
by way of India and the Far East. We stayed in the American School of Archaeology. It
was a very fortunate situation. George Wadsworth was Consul General in Jerusalem. He
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was a very strong and determined personality. He knew that there would be many women
and children evacuated from southeastern Europe, from Egypt and from the Middle East,
and he wanted a place to put them. The American School of Archaeology, which is still
there in the same building and equally important and significant in the archaeological
world, wanted someone to take them over before the British took them over for an army
barracks. So a deal was struck, and Uncle Sam through George Wadsworth took over
the American School of Archaeology. We were fed in the School's communal diningroom.
Other people came and went. A few stayed for a fair length of time. Some were strictly
transients.

Q: You must have been among the longer...

WILSON: Oh, we were the longest, no question. We lived a fairly easy life. We worked

for the Red Cross making bandages. Jules' older boy went to school. Our two little ones,
aged two and two and a half, had to be taken care of and things done for them. We had
various chores of work that we did with the American colony. | don't really know how our
life passed. We were well taken care of, but we were certainly on our own as far as finding
things to do, occupations and so forth, | made good friends with a certain Arab who took
me all through the Old City, photographing, sometimes, in the Arab city and sometimes in
the Jewish city. | still have that rather amazing book. He was a good friend.

The Polish Army came down from Beirut, made up of soldiers who had individually made
their way, escaping the Russians and the Germans, down through the Balkans and

across Turkey by any means, disguise or subterfuge, that they could. They congregated
outside Beirut. The day that Vichy took control of Lebanon and Syria, the Polish Army
pulled out within hours and simply moved to a camp near the sight of the present

airport. Jule Hare was of Polish extraction and spoke a few words of Polish, so we were
interested. We encountered the Army one day when exploring the old city. We heard some
marvelous music corning out of the church in the Garden of Gesthemane and decided
we'd investigate. It turned out to be a Polish soldier's mass, and the place was jammed
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with these men singing with all their hearts. The Poles are famous for their singing around
the world, so this was a really heart moving and emotional experience.

Q: It must have been breathtaking.

WILSON: Absolutely, it was. It was simply incredible. We were speechless and spellbound
and enchanted, and when the service was through, Jule said she simply must speak

to that priest. The result of that was we made very good friends with the priest and his
tentmates. They had us down to the camp and introduced us, the hard way, to vodka, and
we had them to our famous apartment and introduced them, the hard way, to the martini.
They gave us some pretty good times. So we were not devoid of entertainment. Then, too,
there were always British coming and going, and one way or another, one made friends.
We got about and went sightseeing.

Q: Life in Jerusalem was reasonably calm at that period?

WILSON: Life was calm. There was no particular Arab-Israeli, Arab-Jewish problem, it was
certainty there undercover, so to speak, and | have some notes telling of a visit to a certain
Arab town and a home of an Arab leader. The minute British soldiery came in looking for
somebody, and it never was explained to us, we were hustled home. There were incidents
that you sensed. We just plain didn't. But it was safe.

Q: Was that your first view of what later became the state of Israel?

WILSON: No. Evan and | had been there in the Fall of 1939. He was supposed to have
some local leave, and we'd had various rather elaborate plans to go to some place cool
and mountainous, possibly green. My idea was Morocco, but that vanished. Then there
was an idea about Romania, and that vanished. But we did have a brief vacation in Suez
and then we had another week in Jerusalem. That's where we encountered the man who
became my great friend later, a member of the Husseini clan whose sorrow in life, his
shame was that he was the only member of the family who had not been in jail. He took us
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to Amman and took us to call on King Abdullah in his camp on the road. Unfortunately, the
King was out hunting, and we didn't actually meet him, but we had a chance to explore a
little bit and went to Nazareth and Bethlehem and a few of the available places with a hired
car.

Q: Then, after a period of time that you say was over six or seven months, you did return
to Cairo and then perhaps on to Alexandria after that?

WILSON: | think our spell of substituting for an absent officer was the year before when
we went to Alexandria for temporary duty for three months. We went back to Cairo from
Jerusalem on a refugee troop train on Christmas Eve. It was a twenty-four hour journey
that was just terrible. | don't know how they got us a compartment, but the Consulate did
that and got us on board with fourteen various pieces of baggage. | think we had a tricycle
and a stroller and all kinds of equipment for very small children. We couldn't stretch out.
The children could be laid out on the two benches in the compartment, and we took turns
going into the refreshment car of the train where we could get a drink. We had brought
some food with us.

Q: After that first evacuation experience, you had others as well in which you were
a participant, wither as a person being evacuated yourself or involved in any case in
operations of any kind.

WILSON: Yes. It was a very different evacuation when | left finally from Egypt in 1941.
Leila, then three years old, had had typhoid fever and simply had to be taken away to
recuperate. Jerusalem was no longer quiet and peaceful. There were riots and shootings,
and it was a dangerous place. There was a Revolution in Iraq. Vichy was in charge of
Syria and Lebanon. Nairobi was so filled with evacuees from France and various parts of
Europe that they were not prepared to receive any more.

So Leila and |, after considerable maneuvering by Evan, were given seats on a
Sunderland flying boat to go to South Africa. It was a five-day journey. It flew only in the
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daytime. One other woman went with me, because she was not yet an American citizen.
Her husband was an officer in the Consulate.

We stopped five nights on the way, had a little difficulty getting out of Kenya (something
very heavy was being loaded onto the plane), and when it came to taking off on Lake
Victoria, Nyanza, an Air Force friend who was riding in the back of the plane, came
forward and most comfortingly said, “You know, if you try three times and you don't make
it, you don't try it again.”

Well, we tried three times and we made it! It later became evident that British gold was
being moved out of Kenya and they had as heavy a load as they could take. We got

to Johannesburg and took the train from there to Cape Town where we waited for an
American ship for a month. | know the misery that refugees, evacuees can feel. It was a
lonely, hard road to hoe. No decent hotel would accept a child, let alone a three-year-old,
even if she was on reins. So we stayed in pretty dingy quarters and waited.

Q: You and Leila, your daughter, were alone?

WILSON: With this one other woman from the Consulate. She was sent out because she
was of Eastern European extraction. They did not think that it was good for her to stay in
Cairo when the Germans or Russians might in due course move in, which, of course, they
didn't.

We waited a month in Cape Town, then caught an American ship back to New York.
(This was the first and last voyage of the SS Garfield. It was converted to military use
immediately.) Evan stayed in Cairo for another six months. He followed us, arriving by
the first more or less regular flight from the hump of Africa to the hump of South America.
He never knew from day to day whether or not he would have a seat. He got to Ghana
and what is now Chad and then into Liberia, in those places waiting several nights for the
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anticipated plane. Finally, he was given a seat on a “bucket” and crossed the Atlantic the
day after our son was born in New York.

| do know... we are talking about being an evacuee, how lonely and helpless one feels.
You don't know if you're going to see your husband again. You don't know what's going
to happen to you. Suppose he is killed in one of those bombings; and they were bombing
the Cairo area. This didn't materialize, but one simply didn't know, and the suspense

and uncertainty of life in these circumstances becomes all but intolerable, | do know

how evacuees suffer, but | also know something about how to prepare people for being
evacuees and how to receive them.

In Beirut, back in the early sixties, during the trouble in Cyprus, the entire female American
population of Cyprus was evacuated to Beirut. This must have been 1963. Harold Snell
was in charge of the arrangements with the airlines, the hotels, with the airport and the
transportation. The wife of the Administrative Officer was in charge of arranging hotel
housing for women and children. It fell to me to be a general supervisor and morale
builder, at least a person who tried to build morale and stability and security among the
wretched women who came with no preparation, no equipment of any kind. They expected
to be supplied with bottles, diaper service and cooking, sterilizing materials for their baby
equipment, all necessities, in fact.

Q: How many were there?

WILSON: Ultimately, there were two thousand but they were not all there at the same time.
It was in the hundreds at any given time, probably over a thousand at one point. But they
were totally demoralized. Their behavior was outrageous. The Lebanese hotel keepers
had been more than kind and helpful. The American College for Women had provided
space, equipment and help for running a day nursery. | would go from hotel to hotel and
find the bars swarming with women, babies crawling all over the floor upsetting pots and
plants, disrupting the interior decorations of one hotel after another. Frantic managers
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were trying to figure out how to clear up the situation. There was no one specifically in
charge who came from Cyprus. There was a CIA (Central Intelligence Agent) group, there
was a naval communicator's group, and there were other naval groups. No one among
them would assume leadership over anyone else.

Q: Were these all American official people?

WILSON: They were very simply people, They were wives of very simple sailors and
communicators, radio technicians etc. We had a listening station in Cyprus, and the
personnel had very few personal resources or imagination. Nobody knew how to control
them or keep order among them. And they resented our disciplinary attitude. The entire
American community of Beirut pitched in with the head of every bank and business and
their American staffs, cooperating with the Embassy wives in doing things for them. |
cannot emphasize enough that that could only have been done because there was a
pleasant, happy relationship among the assorted members of these organizations. They
were perfectly willing to cooperate and help. The morale in the American community was
high, with the American Embassy wives as leaders. This close personal relationship and
the acceptance of the need for mutual support in one way or another made the Foreign
Service in my lifetime what it was. Together, we kept our spirits up and our morale intact
as we went around working with these distracted women.

| saw then what could be done to prepare wives to take care of themselves better if they
were subjected to refugee situations. This turned to my advantage during the Six Day War
when we were stationed in Jerusalem and all the women had to be evacuated, except one
who was on in years. That couple had never had any children. She wished to stay with her
husband, who was stationed in the Old City. All of the other wives, of whom there were
about ten and their children, had to be evacuated. Those living in the Arab sector were
sent to Amman, and those living in the Israeli sector were sent to Rome.
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I invited them all to my home. They did not have to come. All, but one did come. And | told
them they must undertake their journey prepared with the essentials that they required for
the care of their children. If diapers were requir